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Of all the hardships people in San Carlos must contend with every day, making sure they have
enough water to drink, bathe, and clean house should not be one of them. Bordered on one side
by the Río San Juan, one of Nicaragua’s most important rivers, and on the other by Lago Cocibolca,
by far Central America’s largest lake, the small southern city is literally surrounded by the vital
resource. And yet for long periods of any given day, the San Carlos pipes run dry. Residents may
be able to peek their heads out of windows and see water; but often, when they turn on their taps or
open their spigots, nothing comes out.
The supply problem is particularly bad right now, dry season in much of Nicaragua. Residents in
Viviendas Progresivas, a San Carlos neighborhood, say they only have access to water from about
midnight until 2 a.m.—every other day. But even during wetter months, daytime water cuts are
commonplace. "The service is bad because they only give you water late at night, when you’re
already asleep," Viviendas Progresivas resident Rigoberto Osejo told El Diario Nuevo (EDN) earlier
this month. "Right now we’re able to fill just one barrel."
Across the lake, in the department of Granada, residents describe an even more complicated
situation. Six months ago the single water station that served the rural community of San Antonio
de Tepeyac went kaput. Residents must now get their water from a neighboring village, Caña de
Castilla, which is 4 km away. Many make the trek on foot, bringing back as much water as they
can carry. Those who do not have the strength, like Orlando Báez Castillo, a senior citizen, have no
choice but to pay someone to deliver water. Báez Castillo and his wife buy three barrels at a time,
enough for about four days. In total they spend approximately US$40 per month on drinking water,
more than seven times what they used to pay. "It’s a real torment," he told EDN. "This is a huge
sacrifice for us."
Other rural communities have never even had a working water station. José Arnoldo Chavarría, a
community leader in a tiny village in the department of León, claims he has spent 15 years trying
to convince the Empresa Nicaragüense de Acueductos y Alcantarillado Sanitario (ENACAL),
Nicaragua’s state-owned water company, to build one. Even people in Managua, the capital, say
the water-supply situation is untenable. "The problem is just getting worse," María Elena Jiménez,
a resident in the Santa Rosa neighborhood of Managua, told reporters in February. "It used to be
people would complain because during several hours of the day there was only a trickle of water
coming out of the pipes. Now we don’t even have that."

Help is not on the way
Water woes are nothing new in Nicaragua, historically one of the most impoverished countries
in the hemisphere. An estimated 15% of the population still have no access to "improved" water,
according to the World Health Organization (WHO). And, as the above testimonials suggest, even
those who do have access—people, for example, whose homes are directly connected to water pipes
—cannot be sure when or if their faucets will produce a flow of water.
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Long a source of consternation, the coverage problems are all the more jarring given a recent
upswing in the country’s overall economic fortunes. After dipping into a recession in 2009,
Nicaragua has enjoyed steady economic growth: GDP rose 3.6% in 2010, 5.4% in 2011, and 5.2%
last year, the Banco Central reported. Foreign direct investment (FDI) hit record levels in 2011
and again in 2012. The capital influx is transforming the country’s energy sector (NotiCen, April
19, 2012), driving a surge in gold mining (NotiCen, March 28, 2013), and boosting the country’s
tourism industry. Earlier this year The New York Times included Nicaragua on its annual "Places
to Go" list—in the number three spot, behind Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and Marseille, France. "If the
booming eco-lodge business is any indication, Nicaragua’s moment might finally have arrived," the
influential US newspaper wrote.
And yet not only has Nicaragua failed to improve its water services during the recent economic
upswing, by some accounts, conditions have actually worsened. Ex-ENACAL head Ruth Selma
Herrera said that 85% of Managua residents had access to improved water in 2009. Coverage is now
down to 70%, the water company’s current president Erving Barreda revealed earlier this year in a
television interview.

Rising demand
Most observers agree that the problem is primarily an infrastructure issue. Parts of the country
have never been connected to any sort of water grid. The infrastructure that does exist is, in many
cases, in dire need of maintenance and repair. In Managua, Herrera told reporters earlier this year,
ENACAL has not been able to keep up with population growth. Right now there are simply not
enough pumps and wells to satisfy increasing demand. New housing developments are being
connected to existing wells, causing a drop in overall water pressure and forcing authorities to
impose even stricter rations.
"They need to invest in more wells and reorganize the distribution network," she said. "On the one
hand, demand outstrips supply. On the other hand, the infrastructure is in bad shape and poorly
maintained."
Nicaragua’s fresh water supplies are also poorly regulated, says Herrera. ENACAL loses some
water to leaks or ruptures in the pipelines. Water is also siphoned off by residents who tap into the
system illegally. ENACAL recently acknowledged that, in 2012, it was able to bill consumers for only
42% of the water it processed. Those figures do not include water drawn from underground aquifers
by private wells and pumps. Upscale housing developments, hotels, private bottling companies,
and other businesses that own and operate those wells do so with no real government oversight,
meaning neither ENACAL nor the handful of other state agencies responsible for Nicaragua’s water
supply have any idea how much is being consumed.
"In the not too distant future, we’re going to have problems because of global warning and because
of the amount of water being extracted in Managua," said Herrera. "Between what ENACAL has
and what the private sector operates, there are something like 350 wells. It’s like putting 10 straws
into a big glass of water. We’re sucking the aquifer dry."

Poisoning the well
On paper, at least, water shortages are not something either Managua or Nicaragua as a whole
should have to worry about. The tropical country, with its two huge lakes and approximately 75
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 78971
ISSN: 1089-1560

rivers, has plenty of water. Most of that surface water, however, is off limits as far as drinking is
concerned—in part because Nicaragua does not have infrastructure in place to treat and distribute
the water but also because much of those resources are badly polluted.
Lago Xolotlán, a more than 1,000 sq km lake that borders Managua, is a case in point. Also known
as Lago de Managua, Xolotlán is polluted to the point of being "irreparable," Jaime Incer Barquero,
a government environmental advisor, told EDN this past February. "We’ve lost Lago de Managua
for good… Only a monumental, long-term effort could get the lake back to having some level of
usefulness. But when it comes to drinking or swimming, that’s just no longer an option."
Fortunately, Xolotlán’s sister lake, the even larger Cocibolca, has so far avoided the same fate. By
no means pollution-free, Cocibolca still has the potential, nevertheless, to serve as a major source of
drinking water. Incer Barquero and Herrera are among those who consider the massive lake to be
the long-term solution to Nicaragua’s future supply problems. First, though, the government will
have to commit to massive infrastructure investments, which could then take years to build.
In the meantime, Nicaragua would do well to clamp down on all kinds of pollution problems
—whether from sewage, industrial and agricultural runoff, or deforesting—that have already
compromised so many of its other fresh-water sources. "Half the country’s filled up with plastic,"
said Herrera. "There’s no awareness about how tossing garbage in the streets ends up affecting
marine species or different types of fauna in the lakes and rivers. In many cities where there’s a
river, what you find [in the river basin] is just trash and dry rocks."

-- End --
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